
It’s our seventh (or maybe eighth) day on this ridge. We are nearly finished with a tra-
verse from Mt. Silverthrone to Mt. Brooks in the Central Alaska Range—a fairly ambi-
tious and technical first that links five peaks in a remote part of Denali National Park. 

Today was supposed to be our final day. 
About six months earlier, I received word from the AAC that I had won a McNeill-Nott 

Award, which would enable me to go on a trip I had dreamt of for years. In the following 
months, I studied topos and agonized over logistics for shuttling hundreds of pounds of gear 
and food to base camp. Hardly an exciting fantasy—but still, this was my dream trip. 

My toes are beginning to feel fuzzy, sloshing in the bathtub of cold water that my boots 
have become. I realize I’m soaked all the way up to my waist. My calves are bleeding after 
brushing off several minor crampon stabs, and my glove liners are nearly frozen. It’s 3 a.m. 
I’m fighting to keep the garage doors of my eyes from slamming shut as Gabe rappels 
down to meet me. 

We’ve been climbing continuously for 24 hours. We left camp early yesterday morning 
and summitted Brooks in a whiteout by stumbling up the peak’s blade-like South Ridge, des-
perately struggling to keep our orientation in the white haze. And then somehow we ended up 
here, forced off route, sliding down a rope anchored by shallow v-threads and inventing a route 
into the bottom of this basin surrounded by cliffs. We are not supposed to be here.

With no other choice, we rig rappel after rappel, until we finally make it to the glacier a few 
hours later. I stare back up at the mess of rock and ice. I crane my neck, trying to make sense 
out of the route we followed back to the glacier. I can’t. But somehow, one rope length at a time, 
we worked our way down. Clearly we did something right. 

This trip was by far the hardest thing we have ever done. And it was also the greatest thing 
we have ever done. It took us some time to realize those two ideas are not mutually exclusive. 
In fact, they are often synonymous, even if it’s hard to see that when things go sour.

Gabe later said we used everything we had ever learned about climbing to get from 
Silverthrone to Brooks and back to base camp. It tested us more than anything else ever 
has, validating all our training and begging us to go even bigger next time.

I notice the rope sagging between my harness and my last screw, 15 feet 
to my right in the nearly vertical ice. I pause to breathe. Check my 
front points—they’re solid enough. My single ice axe, daggered in my 

left hand, is stuck into the thin ice about as well as I can hope. I can see 
another 10 feet of ice below me... then nothing until the bottom of the 

basin that we’re aiming for.

T H E  E C S T A C Y  O F  A

BEATDOWN
by Ryan Wichelns

a [Facing page] A view of the team's camp in the col from above on a rare clear day on the route 
up Silverthrone. [This page, Top] Looking south over the Brooks Glacier toward Mt. Mather. [This 
page, Bottom] The team's first unobstructed view of Mt. Brooks following a week-long approach. 
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